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Introduction 


“Thomas” thought I was trying to run him over with my 
Jeep. He was cutting firewood, his old red Ford pickup smack in 
the middle of a narrow, squashy, rutted Forest Service logging 
road high in the mountains. I was intent on examining a grassy, 
open slope falling off sharply to my left as I tooled around the 
corner. Only a couple of 20-inch red fir rounds lying in our paths 
kept me from slamming into his truck. 

Spring bears were on my mind, definitely not people work- 
ing in the underground economy, but even discounting 
Thomas’ very surprised expression, he looked very much like 
a guy with a story. I hopped out to talk as my hunter com- 
panion drove on up the mountain road in search of the wily 
black bear. 


As long as Thomas 
kept telling me his 
story, | kept helping 
him cut and load his 
firewood. 
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Thomas’ ancient Echo chain saw ran like a greased ghost. 
Probably it had come over on the Mayflower or maybe even 
Noah’s ark, but it cut rounds as fast as I could stack them in the 
back of his truck. The battered and worn bed gave evidence that 
this particular truck had already hauled a cord or two of fire- 
wood. Thomas was surprised that an old duffer like me could 
still split rounds too big to lift. All this plus an hour of trivial 
socializing finally opened up this gregarious guy to a few key 
questions from me about his underground earnings. 

“T only take wood I can easily reach from the road,” he 
explained. “Just winter-fall Tamarack and red fir. I sell about 120 
cords per year for $100 per delivered cord,” he confessed. He 
didn’t say these were cash deals, but certainly it was obvious that 
this thought crossed both our minds. 

“A $100 cord of red fir is equivalent to between 36 and 40 
gallons of heating oil. At $1.30 per gallon, my heat isn’t much 
of a financial bargain,” he explained. Thomas may have looked 
and acted a bit like a redneck, but obviously he “sure weren’t 
no dummy.” 

“What happens in late spring when all the easy wood is 
gone?” I asked, not nearly as naively as it first appeared. He 
answered in a surprisingly forthright manner. “In winter I go to 
school in Missoula. For income I mechanic on cars and trucks 
while I’m at school.” 

“For yourself or for a garage?” I inquired 

“For myself, for cash,” he responded, grinning broadly. 
“Spring is mushroom hunting and drop horn collecting. Come 
fall I trophy-hunt big whitetail bucks for dudes. Good capes and 
horns bring about $350 each, and I easy get a buck a pound for 
the meat,” he added. 

Thomas didn’t actually say whether the $25,000 to $35,000 
he made each year was on or off the books. He already thought 
I was pretty smart, on top of being gregarious, and I didn’t want 
to muck that up by asking too many dumb questions. 

Thomas had several other scams. “I go up to a fossil basin 
to collect stuff to wholesale to scientific supply houses. Also I 
used to make good money collecting yew tree bark for the 
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Taxol market, but that went bust,” he said, demonstrating that 
true underground entrepreneurs are flexible if they are any- 
thing. “I can also wire houses, trap, paint, collect seed, or even 
haul trash,” he concluded. 

“At first, getting into the proper frame of mind was tough,” 
Thomas said. Without knowing it, he was admitting to an under- 
ground philosophy very similar to that of the great tycoons, such 
as J.R. Simplot (the U.S. potato baron), Joe Albertson (the 
supermarket pioneer), and Robert Van Kampen (who made mil- 
lions on everything from land to municipal bonds). 

All these tycoons made a living, without really having a job, 
in a fashion very similar to Thomas’ and to each other’s. A 
great many similarities exist between these otherwise diverse 
men and their search for wealth and independence, as we will 
shortly discover. 

I asked Thomas again about keeping his money from the tax 
man. Thomas was more profane than I prefer when answering, 
but, on philosophy, he seemed right on target. 

“It would take a lot more dough to live the way I do,” 
Thomas explained, “especially if I tried to support the government 
and me. Hell,” he said, “I can’t even afford a full-time wife.” 

I dismissed this latter ad- 
mission as increasing the- 
atrics, assuming that he just 
hadn’t found a good woman 
with pickup and chain saw 
who could also handle ir- 
regular paydays. 

Thomas 7s this book and all 
its information in all its glory. 
The information in this book 
is not hypothetical. In gory, 
blow-by-blow detail, I am 


Thomas makes cash money by cut- 
ting (but not splitting) firewood for 
those unwilling or unable to do it 
themselves. 
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going to cover how to get into the proper frame of mind for 
making a living without having a real job—or how to live by 
your wits as my departed father used to call it. I will cover legal 
and structural ramifications in great detail, as well as how others 
are currently doing it, where to look for income opportunities, 
and where to sell your products. 

Is all of this going to be legal? On the assumption that every- 
thing an individual does to escape becoming a ward of the state 
in one form or another—is illegal, the answer is probably no. 
Ultimately, it will depend entirely on your own circumstances. 

My contract with readers is that I will thoroughly cover mak- 
ing a living without having a job (not without working, how- 
ever). In the process I will show how experts in their own areas 
keep their money for themselves and loved ones, and I will cite 
dozens of specific examples and suggestions. 

I believe that you will learn how to make 30 grand a year in 
the underground economy—all of which will be yours to use at 
your own discretion. But because there is a downside to operat- 
ing in the underground economy, I will also cover problems. 

As John Richard Simplot often said, “We got so many ways 
of treating you, you are bound to like one of them.” 

In every case someone is already doing these deals. All read- 
ers have to do is take their experience and mix in their own ener- 
gy, creativity, and hard work. 
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business for yourself, there appears to be a tacit, unwritten agree- 
ment that entrepreneurs can deduct as many expenses as possi- 
ble from their taxes. Those who pay minimal taxes use funds 
saved to purchase inventory and equipment needed to keep their 
projects alive and profitable. It’s kind of a golden goose story 
about not squeezing the goose too hard till it’s an adult and can 
reasonably produce more golden eggs. This is probably good 
advice for those intending to operate in both the regular and 
underground economies simultaneously. 

Entrepreneurship and its close cousins, personality and the 
drive required to be a successful tycoon, cannot be taught, we 
were told. Either you have them or you don’t. But small-busi- 
ness skills relating only to an individual and his family are teach- 
able. These are exactly what is required to work successfully in 
the underground economy. 


